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Introduction
Since language is a communicative activity, semantic change is inevitable (Traugott 2001) . Linguistic approaches to semantic change have addressed the outcome of meaning change and analysed the types of change, such as meaning broadening and narrowing, metaphoric and metonymic extension, and the developments of positive and negative meaning or what is referred to as amelioration and pejoration (Hock & Joseph 2009; Paradis 2011; Traugott 2012 Traugott , 2017 . Several linguists (e.g. Ullmann 1962; Blank 1999; Blank & Koch 1999; Traugott 2001) investigated and discussed semantic change since the late nineteenth century. Discovering the motivations that trigger the change of current meaning(s) of a word from their original usage can reveal interesting aspects about human linguistic and social behaviour. Studies have shown that the change can be in one of the meanings of a word or more or even in the word's loss of meaning LP LX (2) (Grondelaers et al. 2007) . Every word has a variety of senses which can be changed, added to or lost over time. In fact, the entire meaning(s) of a word could have a very different sense to that of the original. An example of sense change is the change in the meaning/sense speakers have attributed to the word pretty over time. It was first used to denote 'crafty', then 'clever', and later 'attractive' (Traugott 2001) . Drawing on the above, studying the semantic change of some words from present-day English seems worthy of further investigation. This paper addresses two separate aspects of positive/negative adjectives: (1) the stability over time of the negative/positive meaning of 20 English adjectives; and (2) the frequency of the target adjectives in The British National Corpus (henceforth BNC). It also aims to examine whether the semantic change, which may have occurred in these words, is related to their frequency in the BNC.
Background of the study 2.1. Types of semantic change
According to Ulmann (1962) , several studies were conducted on the classification of types of semantic change in the first half of the twentieth century. These studies analysed the lexical or contentful change of words in isolation rather than in context. Recently, researchers (e.g. Hock & Joseph 2009 ) employ more contemporary methods to examine the contexts in which the target words appear and adopt more up-to-date definitions of the various types of semantic change. Below are the definitions of the most common types of semantic change (Traugott 2017): 1. Metonymization: a process of associating words together based on contiguity. An example of this process is the metonymic shift involving part for whole, such as keel for ship. 2. Metaphorization: a process whereby one thing is conceptualized in terms of another based on similarity of sense. An example of this process is the use of tissue 'woven cloth' to conceptualize 'aggregation of cells in plants or animals'. 1 3. Amelioration: a process whereby a positive meaning is associated with a word. An example from Middle English is nice which used to denote 'foolish' and now denotes 'pleasant'. 4. Pejoration: a process whereby a negative meaning is associated with a word. An example of this process is the Old English stincan 'smell either bad or sweet' and stink. 5. Generalisation: a process whereby the meaning of a word is extended. The word business can be regarded as an example of semantic generalisation since it originally meant 'the state of being busy, anxious or careworn', whereas now it denotes 'all types of work occupation'.
6. Narrowing: a process whereby the meaning of a word is restricted. An example is the Old English deor 'animal' which now denotes a specific type of animal, i.e. deer. Ullmann (1962: 197-210) explained that the nature of the types of semantic change is different from their consequences, those are illustrated as follows:
• The narrowing of meaning results in loss of quantity.
• The widening of meaning results in rise of quantity.
• The pejoration of meaning (i.e. when the meaning of the word becomes more negative) results in loss of quality. • The amelioration of meaning (i.e. when the meaning of the word becomes more positive) results in rise of quality. Types of semantic change that can be described as pairs of change, such as narrowing and generalisation, or pejoration and amelioration seem to go in opposite directions, which drove some researchers to suggest that semantic change can be arbitrary and unpredictable (Wilkins 1996) . According to Traugott (2017) , this unpredictability arises due to the fact that the original expressions which were cited were in fact referential, which means that they can undergo changes in socio-cultural attitudes. Taking pejoration as an example; ceorl was used in the 11th century to denote 'man with low rank or without' and churl which started to be used in the 13th century to denote 'base fellow'. The impact of changes in societal roles possibly leads to the denigration of some groups of individuals as well as their jobs (Traugott 2017) . Thus, it can be observed that semantic change has different motivations. The following section sheds light on the possible motivations of semantic change.
Possible motivations of semantic change
The motivation of semantic change is one of the hotly debated topics in linguistics (Blank 1999) . Six main types of motivations for semantic change have been identified by Blank (1999: 71-81) . These types are illustrated below:
1. The need for a new name (new concept): this motivation is quite self-explanatory. That is, when the world changes, our way of perceiving things also changes. This suggests that new concepts may arise as a result of such change. These new concepts can be expressed via paraphrase. However, it is more efficient to verbalise them through semantic change. An example is the word mouse which denotes 'small rodent', but now it is used to refer to the mouse used for executing commands in computer programs. 2. Abstract concepts, distant and usually invisible referents: this type of motivation is related to conceptual domains that have either abstract or distant, hard to see referents, which makes it difficult for us to understand. This abstraction yields metaphorical uses of time and emotions. 3. Sociocultural change: since language is a social behaviour, language change may take place as a result of human social interaction. In particular, social positions and the power that speakers have in their communities may give rise to changes LP LX (2) in the language and by extension changes in meaning. For instance, Miller & Napier (1993: 641) explained that in the later 19th and early 20th centuries, through establishing a public perception of equality with older professions, the nascent German audit profession endeavoured to raise its status. 4. Close conceptual or factual relation: this refers to close links between concepts which can make name transfers possible if they are efficient and they may undergo lexicalisation. Consequently, the word that has changed semantically becomes polysemous. One type of conceptual relations is the prototypical relations in which a word is continuously used to refer to the prototype of a certain category, e.g. in patriarchal societies the prototypical human being 'homo' is the man. 5. Complexity and irregularity in the lexicon: this motivation is based on the idea that speakers tend to reduce lexical irregularities and complexities in the language they use to communicate. For instance, as far as lexical complexity is concerned, when a word is used frequently, speakers attempt to reduce its significant, e.g. compounds can undergo lexical ellipsis which reduces one part of the complex word, e.g. protatile 'portable'< computer portatile 'notebook computer'. 2 6. Emotionally marked concepts: in order to express concepts that are marked emotionally such as death, euphemistic expressions can be used. Blank (1991: 81) indicated that euphemistic expressions can be used to avoid jeopardizing the success of communicative interactions where the interlocutor's feeling can be offended. Thus, in the case of death, rather than saying that someone died, one can say passed away. It can be observed that one of the primary motivations for semantic change pertains to speakers' pragmatic goals. In particular, speakers aim to obtain, achieve or exert influence which requires successful communication. As Blank (1999) puts it, change takes place since, when we use language; it is "a consequence of inherent characteristics of man's mind and human social interaction" (Blank 1999: 63) . Having discussed the motivations for semantic change, the following section provides examples of semantic change.
Instances of semantic change
An example of a semantic change is what occurred with the word awful. According to Stockwell & Minkova (2001: 157) , the original meaning of awful was 'full of awe' as in the example: the awful majesty of the Creator. However, following that, awful has started to denote something which is extremely bad as in the example: an awfully bad performance. At present, the intensity of the word has decreased, so it is used now informally to denote 'very bad' e.g. an awful mess (Stockwell & Minkova ibid) .
In another recent study, Hollmann (2009: 301) investigated some instances of how words such as very and silly undergo a change in meaning. The change detected can be considered remarkable since silly used to denote 'blessed' or 'blissful'. However, the meaning of silly has changed markedly into 'foolish'. Since there is a significant gap in meaning between 'blessed' and 'foolish', it has been argued that the meaning of the word silly must have passed through intermediate stages (Hollmann ibid) . Based on The Oxford English Dictionary (henceforth OED), it has been observed that the earliest recorded instances of the word silly took place c1200. Additionally, Hollmann (2009: 306) indicates that in the first one hundred years, the meaning of silly was 'blessed' or 'blissful'. Through examining the second instance of the word silly, it has been found that the next stage, towards the end of the thirteenth century, introduced the meaning 'harmless' or 'innocent'. Following that, the meaning has undergone another change, becoming 'deserving of pity or sympathy'. After that, another change was observed, where the word silly started to denote 'weak/feeble', pertaining to physical strength. In the final stage, which took place in the sixteenth century, the meaning 'foolish' was introduced. One may observe that during the different stages through which the word silly has passed, it has changed from the positive 'blessed' or 'blissful' (in the Middle Ages) into something that tends to be negative i.e. 'foolish'. It is important to note here that the change as a whole is remarkable. However, the individual steps are not. 'Blessed/blissful' is not very different from 'harmless/innocent' since blessed people and things, especially in the medieval mentality, are usually harmless and innocent as well and vice versa. Due to the overlap between the category of people and things characterised as being 'harmless/innocent' and those considered 'blessed/blissful', speakers could have re-interpreted the utterances they heard. For instance, a blessed religion could have been re-interpreted as a harmless one.
Against this background, this study falls within a linguistic trend which aims to investigate the semantic change that may have taken place in certain English adjectives as far as their negative/positive meanings are concerned. Understanding such change may shed light on human linguistic and social behaviour over time (see Blank 1999; Traugott 2001 Traugott , 2017 . Specifically, the current study seeks answers to the following research questions:
1. To what extent has the meaning of 20 English adjectives changed over time in the OED in relation to the stability of their positive and negative meaning? 2. Does their frequency in the BNC have an impact on their semantic change?
The following section presents and discusses the methodology adopted in the current study.
Methodology

Sample
Twenty adjectives, 10 adjectives with positive meanings and another 10 with negative ones were chosen based on their frequency in the BNC. That is, I conducted a cursory analysis of 50 randomly-selected English adjectives, checking their frequency in the BNC. This analysis has yielded the 20 target adjectives investigated in this study. The BNC was later used to further examine the frequency of the target adjectives in present-day English (see section 3.2). The current meaning of the target words was checked in the OED and by three native speakers of English for objectivity. The words are commonly used and none of them is hapax. Each word has been used, at least, 80 times based on an automated search of The British National Corpus (henceforth, the BNC). Table 1 lists the target adjectives. 
Tools
For the purpose of this study, two sources were used. The first source is the OED since it is the main historical dictionary of English published by Oxford University Press. It traces the historical development of English words over time, providing an invaluable source for linguists and scholars interested in language change (Baugh & Cable 1993) . As a result, the OED was used to investigate the stability of the meaning of the target adjectives over time. Additionally, according to Hollmann (2009) , the OED comprises etymological information, which can help linguists trace the origin of English words. The second source is the BNC; this source was used to filter the target adjectives based on their frequency. The BNC is a valuable source that can be used to examine the frequency of words in present-day English; words may have been more or less frequent in the past than today (see Hundt & Mair 1999; Stubbs 2001 ; Leech & Rayson 2014 among others).
Calculations of frequency
By adopting a quantitative approach, a simple equation was used to calculate the frequency of the target positive/negative adjectives. Firstly, it was taken into account that some adjectives e.g. great can have a neutral meaning, as in a great effort, a great deal of and a great amount of money. Secondly, I inspected a random sample of 25 instances of each adjective used in the study, and checked the BNC to determine how many of those words are positive, negative or neutral. For instance, let us assume that among the 25 examples of the word great, there were 15 instances in which it has a clearly positive meaning and 10 where it has a neutral or not so clear meaning. The percentage in this case can be expressed as follows:
(1) 15 positive meanings/ 25 total of inspected instances = 60% with positive meaning Following that, I obtained the total frequency of the word great (let us say 5000). Using the percentage I have already got on the 25 examples in order to estimate how many positive examples of great there are in the BNC, the result would be 60% of 5000 = 3000. This method was applied to all words in the study. However, one limitation of this study is that it investigates only 20 adjectives in total. Therefore, the results of this study need to be interpreted with caution since it would not be reasonable to generalise at this point. The results of this study are presented and discussed in the following section.
Discussion and results
This section tackles two issues: in sections 4.1, the stability of the negative/positive meaning of the target adjectives are examined over time, and in section 4.2, their frequency in the BNC is explored, and the correlation between the semantic change, which the target words may have undergone, and their frequency in the BNC is explained. Table 2 shows the meaning of the positive adjectives in the OED overtime, and Table 3 presents the meaning of the negative adjectives. An examination of Table 2 shows that the positive adjectives started with: (1) somewhat negative; (2) neutral; or positive meanings, and then started to become positive if they were negative before or neutral if they were positive before. An example of the first case is the word amazing, which started to be used in c1597 to c1781 with the meaning: 'Causing distraction, consternation, confusion, dismay; stupefying, terrifying, dreadful'. However, from c1704 to c1849, the meaning has changed, becoming positive i.e. 'Astounding, astonishing, wonderful, great beyond expectation.' This process in which the meaning of the word becomes more positive overtime is called amelioration (Ullmann 1962) . An example of the second case is the word fantastic, which was used in a neutral sense from 1387 to 1742 i.e. 'Existing only in imagination; proceeding merely from imagination; imaginary, unreal'. In contrast, between 1938 and 1987, fantastic has started to be used in a positive sense i.e. 'excellent, good beyond expectation'. Finally, an example of the third case in which the word started out as being positive, then its intensity has lessened overtime is the word marvellous. From c1330 to 1994, marvellous used to mean; 'Such as to excite wonder or astonishment (chiefly in a positive sense); wonderful, astonishing, surprising; worthy of admiration'. However, from 1868 to 1999, the intensity of the word has decreased; it started to mean: 'in weakened sense: extremely good or pleasing; splendid.' Table 3 shows that the negative adjectives tend to become less negative over time. For instance, the word atrocious from 1669 to 1839 used to denote savage enormity, cruelty and wickedness. However, through time, that meaning has become less negative. Specifically, in 1885, atrocious has started to be used colloquially to denote 'very bad, shocking or execrable' (cf. awful in Stockwell & Minkova 2001) . Another example is the word ghastly, from c1305 to 1888, it was used to denote: 'Causing terror, terrible, suggestive of the kind of horror evoked by the sight of death or carnage; horrible, frightful, shocking.' However, from 1860 to 1969, the intensity of the word lessened over time, denoting: 'Said hyperbolically of persons or things objectionable on various grounds: Shocking, 'frightful'. It can be suggested, here, that the semantic change some of these adjectives have undergone, e.g. marvellous and ghastly can be attributed, in part, to motivations of change related to reducing lexical complexities. As discussed in section 2.2, Blank (1999) proposed that in several cases, semantic change was triggered by the tendency of speakers to limit lexical complexities in order to communicate successfully with others. In fact, speakers' pragmatic concerns were regarded as an important motivation for different types of semantic change. From another perspective, it was also suggested by Blank (1999) that when a word is used frequently, speakers attempt to reduce its significant and intensity. Thus, it can be argued that the change in the meaning of the target adjectives overtime could be correlated with the frequency of adjectives undergoing the change. This notion is explored in the following section.
The stability of the meaning of the adjectives overtime
The frequency of the positive/negative meanings of the adjectives in present-day English
In this section, the frequency of the target adjectives is compared in the BNC to determine whether their meaning is positive or negative in present-day English. Table 4 shows the percentage and frequency of the adjectives with positive meanings. Table 4 demonstrates that the target words in this study are used positively in the BNC but with different degrees. That is, a number of the adjectives are used in a neutral sense rather than a positive one. For instance, 88% of the instances of fabulous are positive, whereas 64% of those of excellent are positive. It can be argued that there is a correlation between the frequency of the adjective and the stability of its meaning over time. Specifically, adjectives which are more frequent are more susceptible to a change in meaning, whilst those which are less frequent are not. In other words, adjectives which are used less frequently may preserve their meaning through time as a result of lack of usage compared to other words. Table 4 shows that the word excellent is used 6611 times in the BNC, whereas the word fabulous is only used 678.
Additionally, even though words such as amazing is used in a positive sense in present-day English (60%), the fact that it used to have a negative meaning in the past may have still affected its use in recent years. In this study, it was difficult to determine whether amazing is used in a positive sense, a neutral or a negative sense. A reminiscent of its past use could still be there, decreasing the degree of its positivity and making it neutral in many cases in the BNC. Table 5 shows that the negative adjectives examined in this study are used in a negative sense but with different degrees. Through examining their meanings in the OED, it can be observed that their intensity is decreasing through time. While investigating the instances of the target words in the BNC, it can be detected that their intensity is becoming less and less. This could be related to their frequency in the BNC. That is, it seems that the intensity of the words which are more frequent is decreasing over time, whereas that of the words which are less frequent remains stable. For example, 88% of the instances of the word abhorrent in the BNC are negative, whereas only 60% of those of the word terrible are negative. The reason for this difference could be due to their frequency in the BNC. In particular, terrible is used 4455 times, whilst abhorrent is only used 66 times.
Thus, to provide answers to the two research questions, it seems that the stability of the positive/negative meanings of the target adjectives has changed overtime. For instance, the meaning of positive adjectives was originally negative, neutral, or positive, to some extent, and then began to become positive if they were previously negative or neutral if they were previously positive. It was proposed that the semantic change could have been motivated by a tendency to reduce lexical complexities or could be related to the frequency of the target adjectives in the BNC. However, it should be noted that the results of this study cannot be considered definitive due to the low number of adjectives examined. However, it is hoped that this study is nevertheless worthwhile in providing an initial exploration of the two research questions.
Conclusion
This study has examined the stability of the positive/negative meaning of 20 English adjectives in the OED. It has also explored the notion that any semantic change which may have taken place in the target adjectives could be related to the frequency of these words in the BNC. The results revealed that the positive adjectives were originally somewhat negative, neutral or positive, and then started to become positive if they were previously negative or neutral if they were previously positive. On the other hand, the negative adjectives tend to become less negative over time. It was argued that the change in meaning overtime could have been triggered by a tendency to reduce lexical complexity which speakers may have done for pragmatic reasons such as successful communication. It was also suggested that the semantic change could also be correlated with the frequency of the adjectives undergoing the change. That is, the most frequent adjectives, both with positive or negative meanings, seem to change their meanings over time, whereas the meaning of the less frequent adjectives tends to remain stable. The positive adjectives remain positive or they become more neutral, whereas the intensity of negative words seems to decrease overtime. Following the same method used in this study, it is recommended that more data needs to be collected and analysed to confirm or falsify the results obtained in this study.
